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Cabinet of the 14th, At this Cabinet Mr. Balfour declared him- 1902-1905
self in favour of fiscal change of an unspecified nature, and gave Afie 49~53
the extreme Free Traders—Mr. Ritchie, Lord George Hamilton,
and Lord Balfour of Burleigh—what the Duke of Devonshire
bluntly called "notice to quit.3' No hint was given to these
gentlemen (or to the Cabinet as a whole) that the Prime Minister
actually had Mr. Chamberlain's resignation in his pocket, although
their conduct might well have been modified by the knowledge
that the chief protagonist of food taxes intended to leave the
Government.1 The Duke, indeed, who had made common cause
with them, was induced by strong pressure from his 'chief to
suspend his own resignation. But then the Duke was on the 16th
shown Mr. Chamberlain's letter of resignation and Mr. Balfour's
reply accepting it; though the latter declined Ms natural request
to convey their tenor to his Free Trade colleagues.2 To a man of
the Duke's sensitive scruple such a situation could not long be
tolerable : and after enduring for a fortnight the pangs of an uneasy
conscience, he was not sorry to find in Mr. Balfour's speech at
Sheffield on the 1st October compelling grounds for following them
into retirement. In this speech the Prime Minister proclaimed in
vague but vehement terms his abandonment of the principle that
Customs duties should be imposed for revenue only. Meanwhile,
having shed both his Free Trade colleagues and Mr. Chamberlain, he
filled the vacancies with avowed protectionists like Mr. Lyttelton
and Mr. Austen Chamberlain. Prom that time on for over two
years Mr. Chamberlain " educated the electors " in the country
while Mr. Balfour, in the House of Commons, exhausted the whole
technique of procrastination and non-committal pending the result
of his late colleague's missionary efforts.
n
These events afforded Asquith an ideal opportunity for the
effective exercise of his most characteristic gifts. Within a short
time of Chamberlain's demarche in May the whole Liberal pack was
in full cry after him. But then, as later, Asquith was the quickest
off the mark and throughout the closest—often in a geographical
sense—to his heels. From the day when as a boy of fifteen at the;
Gty of London School he had won a prize awarded for the besf
* paper on Part I of Mill's Political Economy, he had familiarised
1 Mr. Balfour's apologia for withholding the letter will be found in Vol. n of
the Life of the Duke of Devonshire.
*      , " Ibid., p.

